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1. Introduction 

This geographic names standardization policy has been prepared as an aid to those geographic 
names experts who are the working staff for the United States Board on Geographic Names 
(BGN) in the standardization of the geographic names of Tonga for United States Government 
use. The BGN and its staff work to effect consistent treatment of geographic name spellings in 
US Government databases, publications, maps, and charts. The country policies are intended to 
satisfy, in part, the statutory requirements levied upon the BGN in Public Law USC 80-242 to 
develop principles, policies and procedures for geographic names standardization, and to 
promulgate decisions with respect to the principles of geographic nomenclature and 
orthography. 

2. Languages and Language Policy 

a. Demographics 

As of 2011, when Tonga last conducted a national census, the country has a population of 
103,252, of whom 100,710 are Tongan or part Tongan and 2,542 are foreign nationals, primarily 
Chinese (843), Europeans (569), Fijian Islanders (437), and other Pacific Islanders (236).1 About 
seventy percent of Tongans who reside in the country live on the main island of Tongatapu, and 
about half of these live in the national capital, Nuku‘alofa. More than 100,000 Tongans reside 
overseas, mostly in the United States, Australia, and New Zealand.2 Tonga consists of a north-
south chain of over 170 islands, about forty-three of which are settled. 

b. Language 

Tongan (ISO-693-3 code ‘ton’; Tongan: Lea Fakatonga or Lea Faka-Tonga) and English are the 
official languages of Tonga.3 Niuafo‘ou (ISO-693-3 code ‘num’; also known as Lea Faka-Niua and 
Niua Fo‘ou), a Samoic language, is spoken by the 523 inhabitants (2011) of Niuafo‘ou but exerts 
no toponymic influence. There are no significant lexical differences in Tongan among the 
islands. 

c. Geographic Names Standardization 

In 1943, the Privy Council of Tonga, the highest ranking advisory body to the Monarch, 
promulgated rules on Tongan language orthography; however, no Tongan government entity 
exercises authority specifically over place-name orthography.4 Application of these rules to 

                                                       
1  TDoS: Tonga Department of Statistics, ‘Tonga Statistics at a Glance.’ English. <http://tonga.prism.spc.int/#population-

statistics-including-administrative-information-and-statistical-tabulation-of-the-2011> Accessed December 22, 2016. 
Ethnic/nationality data available in TDoS: Tonga Department of Statistics, ‘Tonga 2011, Census of Population and Housing, 
Volume 2: Analytic Report.’ English. <http://tonga.prism.spc.int/census-population#reports> Accessed December 22, 2016. 

2  Most of these Tongans emigrate to seek more favorable employment and educational opportunities overseas. 
3  Tongan is an Austronesian language of the Polynesian branch, Tongic subgroup, and is related to Hawaiian, Samoan, Maori, 

and Tahitian. 
4  The Ministry of Lands, Surveys, Natural Resources and Environment (Potungaue Fonua, Savea mo e Koloa Fakaenatula), 

among other functions, does manage lands, which includes surveying, drafting, and physical planning; however, questions 

http://tonga.prism.spc.int/#population-statistics-including-administrative-information-and-statistical-tabulation-of-the-2011
http://tonga.prism.spc.int/#population-statistics-including-administrative-information-and-statistical-tabulation-of-the-2011
http://tonga.prism.spc.int/census-population#reports
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place names, even to ones in native lists almost a century old, allows the names to attain the 
orthographic standard necessary for submission into the GNDB. A demonstration of how this 
can be done follows in the section ‘Hyphenation, Capitalization, and Spelling,’ while historical 
background on Tongan place name standardization may be found in Appendix D. 

3. Toponymic Policies 

a. Orthography 

The Tongan alphabet consists of 15 basic modern Latin letters, a digraph, and a glottal stop: 

A a, E e, F f, H h, I i, K k, L l, M m, N n, Ng ng, O o, P p, S s, T t, U u, V v, and ‘.5 

Tongans and linguists consider Ng ng, which can begin a word or place name, to be a single 
letter, pronounced with a single sound as in English thingamajig, not divided into two sounds as 
in English kangaroo. The glottal stop (Tongan fakau‘a), a consonant and not merely a diacritical 
mark, can also begin a word or place name.6 A macron ( ¯ , Tongan toloi) over a vowel indicates 
that the vowel sound should be held longer than during normal stress, whereas a doubled 
vowel—aa, ee, ii, oo, uu—indicates a repeated vowel sound. Two consonants cannot appear 
successively in any Tongan word. On the other hand, four or more vowels can be juxtaposed.  

                                                       
exist regarding the Ministry’s efficacy in carrying out these and other core functions. A recent Tongan Royal Land Commission 
Report claims that overextension, underfunding, equipment shortages, under-computerization, a poor administrative and 
manual filing system, low staff morale, and lack of drive and initiative to change an ‘archaic’ land registration system indicate 
strongly ‘systemic failure across the existing Ministry’s overall structure and practices.’ An Interim Report on Phase One of the 
Royal Land Commission’s Inquiries (The Ministry of Lands, Survey and Natural Resources) (February 25, 2010), or Royal Land 
Commission of Inquiry (Into all Matters Whatsoever Concerning the Land Laws and Practices in the Kingdom of Tonga in order 
to Provide More Effective and Efficient Practices, Without Changing the Basic Land Tenure of the Kingdom of Tonga). The 
interim report is included as an appendix to the final Royal Land Commission Report (2012). Pacific Islands Legal Information 
Institute, ‘Tonga—Royal Land Commission Report (2012).’ English, Tongan. Available 
<http://www.paclii.org/to/Royal_Land_Commission_Report/main.html> Accessed December 21, 2016. Further, in an 
assessment of Tonga’s geodetic infrastructure, Viliami Folau (Surveyor in the Surveying and Geodesy, GIS/Mapping Division 
of the Tongan Ministry of Lands) and Tevita L. Malolo (Senior Lecturer in Surveying and Geodesy at the University of 
Technology, Papua New Guinea) contend that the Ministry suffers from understaffing, inexperienced surveyors, and a lack of 
regard for the surveying profession. Fifth Plenary Meeting of the United Nations Initiative on Global Geospatial Information 
for Asia and the Pacific (UN-GGIM-AP) International Forum on Policy and Legal Framework for Geospatial Information 
(October 16-20, 2016, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia), ‘Report on the Geodetic Infrastructure of the Kingdom of Tonga.’ English. 
Available <http://www.un-ggim-ap.org/uebm/201607/t20160727_301364.shtml> Accessed December 21, 2016. For more 
information about the Ministry of Lands, see: Ministry of Information and Communications, ‘Lands, Survey and Natural 
Resources.’ English. Available <http://www.mic.gov.to/ministrydepartment/14-govt-ministries/lands-survey-nat-res> 
Accessed December 21, 2016. 

5  The consonants are generally pronounced as in English, with the following modifications: k falls between k as in kettle and g 
as in get; l sounds like l as in led with an undertone of r as in thread; p lies between p as in pat and b as in bat; while t evokes 
t as in tin and d as in din. 

6  Following standard English lexical practice and BGN precedent, names and terms appearing in lists and tables henceforward 
are listed in English alphabetical order. Under this scheme, the glottal stop is ignored when alphabetizing names. For 
example, ‘Ata begins with A for purposes of compiling lists. Also, Ng ng, though a single letter in Tongan, must be treated as 
separate letters in English. Hence, Ngofonua Island precedes Nomuka Island in alphabetized lists even though Ng ng 
succeeds N n in the Tongan alphabet. 

 

http://www.paclii.org/to/Royal_Land_Commission_Report/main.html
http://www.un-ggim-ap.org/uebm/201607/t20160727_301364.shtml
http://www.mic.gov.to/ministrydepartment/14-govt-ministries/lands-survey-nat-res
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b. Romanization 

Romanization is not required for Tongan. 

c. Diacritics 

The following diacritics are found in Tongan geographic names: 
 
Character Name Character Unicode Value 

A with macron, Latin capital letter Ā 0100 
A with macron, Latin small letter ā 0101 
E with macron, Latin capital letter Ē 0112 
E with macron, Latin small letter ē 0113 
I with macron, Latin capital letter Ī 012A 
I with macron, Latin small letter ī 012B 
O with macron, Latin capital letter Ō 014C 
O with macron, Latin small letter ō 014D 
U with macron, Latin capital letter Ū 016A 
U with macron, Latin small letter ū 016B 
Left Single Quotation Mark7 ‘ 2018 
 

d. Generic Terms 

A generic is a term used to describe a geographic feature, such as ‘river,’ ‘hill,’ and ‘lake.’ If the 
term does not identify the actual feature, it should be considered a false generic and not be 
added to the generic field of the Geographic Names Database (GNDB). Generic terms are not 
collected for populated places in Tonga. Appendix A contains a reference of common Tongan 
generic terms that may be encountered in approved names. 

e. Hyphenation, Capitalization, and Spelling 

Hyphenation does not occur in official Tongan place names.8 

Capitalize all parts of Tongan place names, whether they consist of a single or compound word 
or contain several segments: 

                                                       
7  Not a diacritic but a letter in the Tongan alphabet, the glottal stop is included here because of its unusual shape. 
8  The assertion derives from analysis of names currently in the GNDB and in the 2011 Tongan census. Scant guidance exists 

regarding hyphenation in Tongan. None is contemporary. In its 1927 list of Tongan place names, the PCGN states that 
compound names should be written as unhyphenated, separate elements. The 1943 Tongan orthography rules (see 
Appendix D of this policy) do not touch the matter. The 1974 BGN approved list contains some of the separated names from 
the 1927 PCGN list in compound form or with altered spelling but without hyphenation. Reference to Tongan language 
experts provides little clarity. In 1959, Churchward acknowledges that ‘there are many cases in which it is difficult, if not 
impossible, to decide with confidence whether a compound expression should be written as two (or more) separate words, 
or should be hyphenated, or should be joined as one word’ (1959, p. ix). Finally, native Tongan linguist Edgar Tu‘inukuafe 
observes that ‘Tongan has no official authority to restrict its development and creativity’ [A Simplified Dicitonary of Modern 
Tongan. Aotearoa, NZ: Polynesian Press, 1992. (p. 248)]. 
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 Hihifo (‘west’) 

 Kolovai (‘water village’) 

 Ha‘ateiho Si‘i (Ha‘ateiho ‘small’) 

 Ono Iki Island (Ono ‘small’ Island) 
 
When a place name or part of one begins with the glottal stop ( ‘ ), capitalize the following 
letter, as done in native sources. Hence: 

 ‘Utulau 

 ‘Atataa Island 

 Hala ‘Ata 

 ‘Ene ‘Afio 
 
Spelling presents the greatest challenge in rendering Tongan place names accurately. 
Differences between the spelling of toponyms from older or unapproved sources and their 
approved counterparts in the GNDB arise for three reasons: 

 Non-application of the 1943 Tongan spelling reform rule on use of the fakau‘a, or glottal 
stop: 

o Oloua (Gifford)9  ‘Olo‘ua (GNDB) 
o Niuafoō (PCGN)  Niuafo‘ou (GNDB) 

 Word segmentation in currently approved place names: 

o Avafonuaika (Gifford) Ava Fonuaika (GNDB) 

 Introduction of English generic terms, often redundantly: 

o Nukunukumotu (Gifford) Nukunukumotu Island (motu is Tongan for ‘island’;  
GNDB) 

 
The toponymist can overcome these difficulties by the following means:  

The Fakau‘a 

Tongan place names are always geographically, historically, or poetically descriptive, consisting 
of two or more segments: 

 Fonua‘one‘one (‘sandy’ [‘one‘one] ‘land’ [fonua]) 

 Hakau Mateialona (Mateialona [name of a former governor of Ha‘apai] ‘reef’ [hakau]) 

 Holopeka (‘flying foxes’ [peka] ‘passing by’ [holo, ‘to move in quick succession’]) 
 
To situate the fakau‘a correctly, the toponymist must identify the morphemic segments of a 
given place name using Churchward’s Tongan Dictionary (1959), which abides by 1943 Privy 

                                                       
9  ‘Gifford’ refers to Edward Winslow Gifford’s Tongan Place Names (1923), a gazetteer of 4,776 toponyms from official Tongan 

sources. Appendix D of this policy explains the significance of Gifford’s work. ‘GNDB’ signifies approved status; ‘PCGN,’ a 
name taken from the 1927 PCGN list. 
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Council orthography rules. In compound and separated names alike, retain the fakau‘a 
according to the dictionary spelling. The following table illustrates the method when applied to 
names from historical sources: 

 

Historical Name Name Meaning and Segments 
Churchward (1959) Spelling  
of Name Segments 

GNDB Feature Name 

Ata (Gifford) a shadow; space, room ‘ata ‘Ata  

Ava 
Vahaafonua 
(Gifford) 

passage [ava] between 
[vahaa] lands [fonua] ava, vaha‘a, fonua Ava Vaha‘afonua 

Ava Bubu 
(PCGN) 

crowded [bubu] passage 
[ava] 

ava,pupu Ava Pupu 

Euakafa 
(PCGN) 

cordage made from the 
fibers of the coconut husk 
[kafa] of [a]Eua 

‘Eu,a,kafa ‘Euakafa 

Fataulua 
(Gifford) 

to carry [fata] an ulua [a 
type of large fish] 

fata,‘ulua Fata‘ulua 

Moungaone  
(Gifford) 

sandy [one] mountain 
[mounga] 

mo‘unga,‘one Mo‘unga‘one Island  

Ngaunoho 
(Gifford) 

panting [nga, to pant] for a 
spouse [unoho] 

nga,‘unoho Nga‘unoho 

Niuafoō 
(PCGN) 

new [foō] Niua [a place 
name] 

fo‘ou,Niua Niuafo‘ou 

 

Word Segmentation 

Out of over 4,700 Tongan place names in his 1923 gazetteer, Gifford lists about eighty in 
compound form that the BGN has collected in their separate segments based on non-Tongan 
sources. In the absence of more contemporary evidence—such as the 2011 Tongan census— 
or guidance from the Tongan government, the BGN method of word segmentation should be 
retained for the primary name, with other spellings listed as ‘Variant.’ Appendix E displays these 
separated names.  

Redundant English Generic Terms 

The addition of redundant English generics in Tongan place most often involves the terms 
‘passage’ and ‘island.’ In the absence of authoritative evidence or definitive guidance from the 
Tongan government, the BGN practice of retaining such terms should be followed: 

 Ahanga Passage, where ahanga is a ford or shallow strait between two islands 

 Faihava Passage, where hava is a passage 

 Fua‘amotu Island and Pangaimotu Island, where motu is an island 

f. Long and Short Forms 

Long forms of geographic names are rare and usually those of administrative or political 
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divisions: 

 Long form: Pule‘anga Fakatu‘i ‘o Tonga  Short form: Tonga 

 Long form: Kingdom of Tonga   Short form: Tonga 

 

Short forms of such names usually appear on maps and lists. Long and short forms of names of 
populated places are approved when supported by official evidence. In most instances, the 
short-form name should be ranked as the primary name. 

g. Abbreviations 

Abbreviation of Tongan geographic names does not occur. 

h. Numbers 

Tongan geographic names containing cardinal or ordinal numerals rarely occur. Numerical 
segments of any type come at the end of the Tongan part of the name, either attached or 
separated according to an authoritative source: 

 ‘Otu Tolu Group (a row [‘otu] of three [tolu]) 

 Faleono (six [ono] houses [fale])  

 Lua Fitu (seven [fitu] reefs [lua]) 

 Faiulu (ten [ulu] stingrays [fai]) 

4. Political Geography Policy 

a. Country Name 

Approved short form Tonga 

Approved long form Kingdom of Tonga 

Local short form Tonga 

Local long form Pule‘anga Fakatu‘i ‘o Tonga 

b. Capital Name 

Approved Form Nuku‘alofa 

c. First-order Administrative Divisions (ADM1) 

Tonga is divided into five island groups, which serve as first-order administrative divisions 
(ADM1), primarily for statistical purposes (local elections, national census, religion, health, 
education, literacy, and employment). The ADM1s are further divided into twenty-three 
districts, comprised of scores of villages. 
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Name  GEC GENC Seat 

‘Eua TN04 TO04 ‘Ohonua 

Ha‘apai TN01 TO01 Pangai 
Ongo Niua TN05 TO05 Hihifo 
Tongatapu TN02 TO02 Nuku‘alofa 
Vava‘u TN03 TO03 Neiafu 

 

d. Conventional Names 

The Tonga country file in the GNDB contains no conventional names. To remove or add 
conventional names, BGN approval is required. 

e. Unique Geopolitical Situations 

Minerva Reefs 
On February 24, 1972, Tonga laid claim to the North and South Minerva Reefs (Tongan: Hakau 
Mineva Tokelau and Hakau Mineva Tonga, respectively), submerged atolls and longtime 
Tongan fishing grounds about 480 kilometers southwest of Nuku‘alofa, to prevent the Ocean 
Life Research Group, a private organization, from establishing an independent Republic of 
Minerva.10 Nauru, Samoa [then known as Western Samoa], Fiji, the Cook Islands, Australia, and 
New Zealand recognized this claim.11 The Tonga Defense Service continues to patrol the reefs, 
and the Tongan Government installed navigation beacons on both. Nevertheless, Fiji’s 
economic zone limits enclose the reefs. In 2005, Fiji denounced Tonga’s royal proclamation over 
the Minerva Reefs before the International Seabed Authority. In 2010, the Fijian navy removed 
beacons—since replaced—that Tonga had built on the reefs but has not interfered with Tonga’s 
subsequent reassertion of sovereignty.12 These features are assigned to the Tonga file in the 
GNDB. 
For the latest country-specific boundary dispute information, consult the US Department of 
State Office of the Geographer and Global Issues. 

                                                       
10  The reefs are named after a whaling ship that crashed on the southern reef in 1829. On June 15, 1972 King Taufa‘ahau Tupou 

IV followed the original claim with a royal proclamation stating that ‘the islands, rocks, reefs, foreshores and waters lying 
within a radius of twelve miles thereof [North Minerva Reef and South Minerva Reef] are part of our Kingdom of Tonga.’ 
Tonga. Government Gazette Extraordinary, No. 7 (June 15, 1972). Available via ELAW: Environmental Law Alliance 
Worldwide, ‘The Kingdom of Tonga became an independent monarchy…’ English. 
<https://elaw.org/es/system/files/to.fish.law.pdf> Accessed February 23, 2017. 

11  The Cook Islands became a self-governing associated state of New Zealand in 1965. 
12  U.S. Department of State, ‘Tonga.’ English. <http://www.state.gov/outofdate/bgn/tonga/191080.htm> Accessed December 

15, 2016; U.S. Department of State, ‘Fiji’s Maritime Claims (1984).’ English. 
<http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/58567.pdf> Accessed December 15, 2016; Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat 
(formerly South Pacific Forum), ‘South Pacific Forum Communique, February 23-25, 1972.’ English. 
<http://www.forumsec.org/resources/uploads/attachments/documents/1972%20Communique-Canberra%2023-
25%20Feb.pdf> Accessed December 15, 2016; Pacific Policy Institute, ‘Exchanging Minerva for the Lau Islands – a geopolitical 
joke.’ Article by Kalafi Moala, Communications Advisor to the Prime Minister of Tonga. English. 
<http://pacificpolicy.org/2014/07/exchanging-minerva-for-the-lau-islands-a-geopolitical-joke/> Accessed December 15, 
2016. 

https://elaw.org/es/system/files/to.fish.law.pdf
http://www.state.gov/outofdate/bgn/tonga/191080.htm
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/58567.pdf
http://www.forumsec.org/resources/uploads/attachments/documents/1972%20Communique-Canberra%2023-25%20Feb.pdf
http://www.forumsec.org/resources/uploads/attachments/documents/1972%20Communique-Canberra%2023-25%20Feb.pdf
http://pacificpolicy.org/2014/07/exchanging-minerva-for-the-lau-islands-a-geopolitical-joke/
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Source (Map): U.S. Department of State, ‘Fiji’s Maritime Claims (1984).’ English. 
<http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/58567.pdf> Accessed December 15, 2016 

Source (Photograph): Pacific Policy Institute, ‘Exchanging Minerva for the Lau Islands—a 
geopolitical joke.’ Article by Kalafi Moala, Communications Advisor to the Prime Minister of 
Tonga. English. <http://pacificpolicy.org/2014/07/exchanging-minerva-for-the-lau-islands-a-
geopolitical-joke/> Accessed December 15, 2016. 
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Dotted red line indicates Fiji’s 
economic zone limits 

http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/58567.pdf
http://pacificpolicy.org/2014/07/exchanging-minerva-for-the-lau-islands-a-geopolitical-joke/
http://pacificpolicy.org/2014/07/exchanging-minerva-for-the-lau-islands-a-geopolitical-joke/
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New Volcanic Land Mass 
Between 19 December 2014 and 28 January 2015, a submarine caldera created a new land 
mass between the small islands of Hunga Tonga and Hunga Ha‘apai, eventually connecting 
them. This new land rose to an elevation of over 100 m and spanned some 1.5 to 2 km in 
diameter but, according to volcanologists, may soon subside. Tongan officials have not named 
the feature. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: 
Main image: US Army Pacific (USARPAC) Integrated GEOINT/MASINT Division (IGD), satellite 
image taken January 15, 2017.  
 
Inset (profile): Smithsonian Institution National Museum of Natural History Global Volcanism 
Program, ‘Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha‘apai.’ English. 
<https://volcano.si.edu/volcano.cfm?vn=243040> 
 
Inset (July 2014): National Geographic Society, ‘Hunga Tonga: Before and after an underwater 
eruption.’ English. <http://www.nationalgeographic.org/media/hunga-tonga/> Accessed March 
16, 2017. 
 
Government of Tonga Ministry of Information and Communications, ‘Volcanic Advisory 6’ 
(issued 28 January 2015). English. <http://www.mic.gov.to/news-today/press-releases/5197-
volcanic-advisory-6>.  

 

Hunga Ha‘apai 

Hunga Tonga 

New land 

  

 

July 2014 

 

January 2015 

https://volcano.si.edu/volcano.cfm?vn=243040
http://www.nationalgeographic.org/media/hunga-tonga/
http://www.mic.gov.to/news-today/press-releases/5197-volcanic-advisory-6
http://www.mic.gov.to/news-today/press-releases/5197-volcanic-advisory-6
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5. Source Material 

Maps 

For reasons explained in Section 2 (footnote 4) and Appendix D of this policy, authoritative 
maps produced by the Tongan government are difficult to come by. Detailed nautical charts do 
exist, usually produced many years ago by Great Britain and New Zealand, with recent updates 
made in cooperation with the Chief Hydrographer of Tonga. 

Tonga: Depths in Metres, 1:750 000 (19°30´S). Soundings from British Admiralty surveys 
of 1888-1895 and miscellaneous tracks; published at Auckland, October 1993, by the 
Hydrographic Office of the Royal New Zealand Navy under the joint superintendence of 
R.O. Davies, Chief Hydrographer, Tonga, and Commander W.D. Frisken, Hydrographer 
RNZN. With additions and corrections to 2000. 
 
Soil Map of Tongatapu Island, Kingdom of Tonga, 1:60 000. Soil survey by New Zealand 
Soil Bureau, Department of Scientific and Industrial Research, New Zealand, 1975. 
Significant for identifying names and locations of many estate plots not ordinarily seen on 
Tongan maps. 
 
Anchorages in Tonga [includes Nukualofa (1:18 150; 13°55´E), Nomuka Harbour (1:18 
150; 13°40´E), and Eua Island (1:72 648; Lat. 21°20´20ʺS Long. 174°57´29ʺW)]. Surveyed 
1888-1889, with additions and corrections to 1995; published at Auckland, July 1993, by 
the Hydrographic Office of the Royal New Zealand Navy under the joint superintendence 
of R.O. Davies, Chief Hydrographer, Tonga, and Commander W.D. Frisken, Hydrographer 
RNZN. 

 
Lifuka: Anchorages and Approaches, 1:17 270 (Lat. 19°48´17ʺS Long. 174°21´18ʺW). 
Surveyed 1895; published at Auckland, July 1993, by the Hydrographic Office of the Royal 
New Zealand Navy under the joint superintendence of R.O. Davies, Chief Hydrographer, 
Tonga, and Commander W.D. Frisken, Hydrographer RNZN. 
 
Approaches to Nuku‘alofa, 1:50 000 (Lat. 20°58.6´S Long. 175°10.3´W). Surveyed 1888, 
1957-1958, with additions and corrections to 1993; published at Auckland, July 1993, by 
the Hydrographic Office of the Royal New Zealand Navy under the joint superintendence 
of R.O. Davies, Chief Hydrographer, Tonga, and Commander W.D. Frisken, Hydrographer 
RNZN. 
 
Haapai Group Southern Portion, 1:72 600 (Lat. 20°58.6´S. Long. 175°10.3´W. Surveyed 
1898 with later corrections to 1998; published at Auckland, October 1993, by the 
Hydrographic Office of the Royal New Zealand Navy under the joint superintendence of 
R.O. Davies, Chief Hydrographer, Tonga, and Commander W.D. Frisken, Hydrographer 
RNZN. 
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Toponymists wishing to obtain the above and similar products should consult: 

New Zealand Government: Land Information New Zealand. English. 
<http://www.linz.govt.nz/>  

Royal New Zealand Navy: New Zealand Hydrographic Society. English. 
<http://www.hydrographicsociety.org.nz>  

Place Names 

Tonga 2011: Census of Population and Housing, Volume 3: Constituency Boundaries Basic 
Tables Report (2013). Conducted and published by the Tonga Department of Statistics, the 
document contains the official spelling of scores of Tongan place names, primarily 
administrative divisions (ADM1), villages (PPL), and village sections (PPLX). 
<http://tonga.prism.spc.int/census-population/census-of-population-and-housing> 

Tongan Place Names. Edward Winslow Gifford. Honolulu: Bernice P. Bishop Museum, 1923. 
Though almost a century old, this remains the largest gazetteer of Tongan place names, almost 
all of them provided by the Tongan government. Gifford traveled in 1920–21 to Tonga, Hawai’i, 
the Marquesas, and the Austral Islands to gather anthropological and linguistic data as part of 
the Bayard Dominick Expedition. The gazetteer includes many Tongan folk songs, which often 
incorporate place names, along with Gifford’s ethno-linguistic analysis of the dispersion of 
several Polynesian languages throughout the region.Extremely rare in hard copy but available 
through the Hathi Trust Digital Library. English. 
<https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015019044075;view=1up;seq=31> 

Tongan Dictionary. Clerk Maxwell Churchward. Nuku‘alofa, Tonga: The Government of Tonga, 
1959 and London: Oxford University Press, 1959. Compiled and printed under the auspices of 
the Tongan government, Churchward’s work remains the most comprehensive dictionary of the 
Tongan language. The lexicographer, a missionary and expert in languages of the South Pacific, 
incorporates the 1943 decisions on Tongan orthography of the Privy Council of Tonga. 

Tongan Grammar. Clerk Maxwell Churchward. Nuku‘alofa, Tonga: Vava‘u Press, 1953 and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1953. Written and printed under the auspices of the Tongan 
government, Churchward’s grammar remains the most comprehensive survey of the Tongan 
language. 

Fiji, Tonga, and Nauru: Official Standard Names Approved by the United States Board on 
Geographic Names. Defense Mapping Agency Topographic Center. Washington, DC: U.S. Board 
on Geographic Names, 1974. Contains 950 Tongan place names, both approved and 
unapproved variants. Available through the Hathi Trust Digital Library. English. 
<https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/002518029> 

First List of Names in Tonga. Permanent Committee on Geographical Names (PCGN) for British 
Official Use. London: Royal Geographic Society, 1927. Contains 227 PCGN-approved names and 
their local variants, along with a brief description of some of the orthographic principles 
followed in compiling the list. English. Mainly of historical interest. 

http://www.linz.govt.nz/
http://www.hydrographicsociety.org.nz/
http://tonga.prism.spc.int/census-population/census-of-population-and-housing
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015019044075;view=1up;seq=31
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/002518029
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Appendix A: Glossary of Generic Terms 
 

Generic Feature Designation Name Feature Designation Code 

‘ana cave CAVE 

‘api pōpula prison PRN 

‘eve‘eve‘anga resort RSRT 

fa‘itoka cemetery CMTY 

fālavi rocky beach BCH 

fale house HSE 

fale building BLDG 

fale ako school SCH 

fale fa‘ahikehe temple (non-Judaic) TMPL 

fale faiva theater AMTH 

fale faka maau‘anga courthouse CTHSE 

fale fakamafola lea broadcasting station STNR 

fale fakamālohisino gymnasium BLDG 

fale fa‘u‘anga factory MFG 

fale haka ‘anga pia brewery MFGB 

fale hau house (suitable for a ruler) HSE 

fale kava  hotel HTL 

fale lautohi  school SCH 

fale lotu lahi cathedral CH 

fale lotu si‘i  chapel CH 

fale mahaki hospital HSP 

fale polisi police station PP 

fale talifononga hotel, boarding house, inn HTL 

fale tute customs house CSTM 

fale ‘uhila electric power station PS 

fanga 
beach (small, private; part of a larger 
beach) 

BCH 

feitu‘u point PT 

fonualoto tomb (only for a person of high rank) TMB 

hakau reef RF 

hala [‘i loto kolo] road RD 

halakavakava13 bridge BDG 

ki‘i vaitafe stream STM 

kolisi college SCHC 

kolisi lotoloto secondary school SCH 

kolo settlement,village PPL 

kolohua royal city (town where the ruler lives) PPL 

kōmaki bay BAY 

laipeli library BLDG 

lotu church CH 

                                                       
13  From Fijian i kawakawa. 
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Generic Feature Designation Name Feature Designation Code 

ma‘ala (yam) plantation FRM 

mala‘e vakapuna airfield AIRF 

matāfanga beach BCH 

matāfonua 
beach (lit.: ‘coast on the front side of 
an island, where the main settlement 
may be found’) 

BCH 

matā‘one‘one beach (sandy) BCH 

matātahi beach BCH 

motu island ISL 

motu laus‘i mo fuopotopoto atoll ATOL 

mo‘unga mountain MT 

ngaahi fale kuo lusa ruins RUIN 

pālavi beach (rocky) BCH 

pei bay BAY 

pilīsone prison PRN 

pōsiti ‘ōfisi post office BLDG 

sia fuopotopoto knoll KNLU 

tau‘anga anchorage ANCH 

tauhi‘anga vai reservoir RSV 

taulanga 

anchorage ANCH 

harbor HBR 

port PRT 

temipale temple TMPL 

toho‘anga vaka dock DCK 

tukulalo beach (low-lying land near the coast) BCH 

uafu 
wharf WHRF 

quay QUAY 
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Appendix B: Modifiers in Tongan Place Names 

As mentioned in the ‘Hyphenation, Capitalization, and Spelling’ section of this policy, all Tongan 
place names are descriptive in some fashion. Hence, almost any word may become part of a 
Tongan toponym, even ones not usually associated with geographic features: 

 Ahovanilolo (day [aho] of oily [lolo] flattery [vani]) 

 Manutunu (broiled [tunu] animal [manu]) 

 Tonumangatoke (sea eel [toke] buried for a time [tonumanga, anything buried for a 
time]) 

 

The following list provides only a few Tongan place name modifiers whose meanings are 
common to many languages: 
 

Tongan English 

‘anga suffix; verb nominalizer  

fuopotopoto round,circular,spherical 

hake up 

hahake east 

hifo down 

hihifo west 

‘isite east 

ki‘i small 

lahi big,great 

loloto deep 

loto inside,interior 

noate north 

saute south 

si‘i small 

tokalelei flat,level,smooth 

tokelau north 

tonga south 

tonga hahake southeast 

tonga hihifo southwest 

uēsite west 
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Appendix C: First-order Administrative Division (ADM1)  
Map of Tonga 

 

Source: Tonga 2011 Census of Population and Housing, Volume 2: Analytical Report. TDoS: 
Tonga Department of Statistics, ‘Census of Population and Housing.’ English. 
<http://tonga.prism.spc.int/census-population#reports> Accessed August 8, 2016. 

Inset Map: Geology.com, ‘World Map – Political.’ English.  
<http://geology.com/world/world-map.shtml>  Accessed August 11, 2016. 
  

 
‛EUA 

(part of Tongatapu Group 

 

ONGO NIUA GROUP 
(administered from Nuku‘alofa) 

Nuku‘alofa 

http://tonga.prism.spc.int/census-population#reports
http://tonga.prism.spc.int/census-population#reports
http://geology.com/world/world-map.shtml
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Appendix D: History of Tongan Toponym Orthography 

The belated introduction of writing and even later effort to survey and map Tonga leave 
geographic names standardization on the island nation subject to three interrelated forces: 
royal prerogative, constitutional imperative, and historical tradition. 

Tonga has had a monarchy for over a millennium; a constitution, for about 130 years. The 
Constitution of Tonga ratifies the long held principle that all lands belong to the King, who may 
at his good pleasure grant estates (tofi‘a) to nobles and titular chiefs (matabule).14 Commoners 
may lease—but neither buy nor sell—plots (‘api) for cultivation and residential purposes. 
Indeed, no land in Tonga may be transferred or allocated without approval from the Ministry of 
Lands, Survey and Natural Resources (Potungaue Fonua, Savea mo e Koloa Fakaenatula), which 
represents the interests of the King. One may infer that, as ultimate authority over land 
distribution and use in his kingdom, the Tongan monarch also prescribes geographic names 
orthography. Yet, no king has set forth toponymic guidelines.15 Historically, none may have 
been seen as necessary. Polynesians have inhabited Tonga for over two thousand years. Village 
life and a writing system arose only during the last two centuries.16 Oral tradition had already 
established most geographic feature names when official surveying and mapping of the islands 
began in the early 1900s.17  

In 1923, Berkeley ethno-geographer Edward Winslow Gifford published Tongan Place Names, a 
gazetteer of 4,776 toponyms.18 Gifford used an orthography from the French Dictionnaire Toga-
Français (1890), which did not employ the fakau‘a, symbol for the glottal stop, now considered 
an indispensable letter in the Tongan alphabet.19 He also notes that though he had gathered 
the toponyms from official Tongan government records, charts, and manuscripts, they had 

                                                       
14  Parliament of Tonga, ‘Constitution of Tonga (Revised 1988).’ English. <http://www.parliament.gov.to/parliamentary-

business/documents/constitution-of-tonga/file/115-constitution-of-tonga-revised-1988> Accessed August 2, 2016. These 
estates may pass to lineal descendants, which do not include siblings or other relatives. A widow may inherit a land lease but 
not receive one directly from the government upon application, as may males who have attained sixteen years of age. In the 
absence of a legal heir, land reverts to the Crown. Tonga is the only constitutional monarchy in the Pacific and has thirty-
three noble titles. 

15  One may surmise monarchical sanction from the introductions to the handful of authoritative Tongan grammars and 
dictionaries. Clerk Maxwell Churchward, for example, author of the still influential Tongan Grammar (1953), accepts the 
1943 decisions of the Privy Council of Tonga regarding several significant points of orthography, among them the use of ( ‘ ) 
for the glottal stop and of ng instead of g to represent the [ŋ]-sound. Six years later, in his Tongan Dictionary (1959), 
Churchward thanks the government of Tonga for appointing him to the task of writing the work. Finally, linguist Edgar 
Tu‘inukuafe’s Simplified Dictionary of Modern Tongan (1992) features an endorsement from HRH Princess Mele Siu‘ilikutapu 
Kalaniuvalu Fotofili, niece of the now late King of Tonga, Tāufa‘āhau Tupou IV. 

16  Primarily a spoken language, Tongan did not have an alphabet until early nineteenth century Wesleyan and Catholic 
missionaries developed several different systems. 

17  Over a century later, surveying of the island nation remains behindhand. As Viliami Folau (Tongan Ministry of Lands, 
Environment, Climate Change and Natural Resources) states: ‘Nearly all of our old cadastral maps and survey plans are still in 
paper format.’ Fédération Internationale des Géomètres (FIG), Conference and Seminar Proceedings: Pacific Small Island 
Developing States Symposium, Fiji, September 18-20, 2013, ‘Reference Frame in Practice: Status of Geodetic Infrastructure in 
Tonga–Case Studies.’ English. <https://www.fig.net/resources/proceedings/2013/> Accessed December 22, 2016. 

18  Gifford traveled in 1920-21 to Tonga, Hawai’i, the Marquesas, and the Austral Islands as part of the Bayard Dominick 
Expedition to gather archaeological and anthropological data and to trace Polynesian origins and migrations. 

19  Missionnaires Maristes. Dictionnaire Tonga-Français et Français-Anglais. Paris: Chadenat, 1890. 

http://www.parliament.gov.to/parliamentary-business/documents/constitution-of-tonga/file/115-constitution-of-tonga-revised-1988
http://www.parliament.gov.to/parliamentary-business/documents/constitution-of-tonga/file/115-constitution-of-tonga-revised-1988
https://www.fig.net/resources/proceedings/2013/
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come with varying orthographies and use of diacritical marks, hindering exact and consistent 
name pronunciation. Still, Gifford’s list remains the most comprehensive, providing not only 
place names but linguistic analyses of their component segments and examples of their use in 
ancient Tongan folk songs and poetry. In 1927, the Permanent Committee on Geographical 
Names (PCGN) for British Official Use published a ‘First List of Names in Tonga’ containing 227 
names. The document lists local spellings along with those preferred by the PCGN. No source or 
reference materials are provided, and the list may have been compiled without resort to 
Gifford’s gazetteer or the Tongan government and presented as a fait accompli.20 In 1974, the 
Defense Mapping Agency Topographic Center published Fiji, Tonga, and Nauru: Official 
Standard Names Approved by the United States Board on Geographic Names, containing 950 
Tongan place names, both approved and unapproved variants, all of which derive from British 
and New Zealand sources. 

As demonstrated in the ‘Hyphenation, Capitalization, and Spelling’ section of this policy, 
applying the 1943 Tongan orthography rules to names in Gifford’s gazetteer renders them 
suitable for entry into the GNDB. Indeed, this method should prove serviceable with Tongan 
place names from any source and era, provided that the toponymist can recognize their 
morphemic segments and find them in Churchward’s dictionary. 

  

                                                       
20  An introductory note by the PCGN Chair states that the list was ‘submitted through H.M. Secretary of State for the Colonies 

to the High Commissioner for the Western Pacific and by him to the Premier of Tonga.’ PCGN spellings differ from local ones 
in three respects: 1) use of ng instead of g to produce the ng sound (see ‘Orthography’ in this policy); use of ō for ou; and 3) 
separation of word elements without hyphens. 
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Appendix E: Tongan Place Name Word Segmentation 

Gifford (1923) GNDB Feature Name Segments and Meaning 

Afungalu Afu Ngalalu The spray [afu, the spray or mist of the sea when 
breaking on the rocks] rising from waves [ngalu] 
dashing upon the rocks 

Anoava Ano Ava Lake [ano] of the ava fish 

Auhangamea Ava Auhangamea Panting [nga, to pant] to destroy [auha, destroyed] 
things [mea] 

Avafonuaika Ava Fonuaika Fish [ika] land [fonua] strait [ava] 

Avafonuaunga Ava Fonuaunga Passage [ava] of the land [fonua] of the unga 
shellfish 

Avalimumoto Ava Limu Moto Passage [ava] of budding [moto, to bud] seaweed 
[limu] 

Hakaufaha Hakau Faha Reef [hakau] where fish are driven into a net trap 
[faha, to drive fish into a net trap] 

Avamatamataveka Ava Matamataveka Passage [ava] resembling [matamata, to resemble] 
a veka fish 

Avamatanukupule Ava Matanukupule Passage [ava] along the edge [mata, edge] of 
Nukupule [name of an island] 

Avamuikuku Ava Muikuku Passage [ava] of holding fast [kuku, to hold fast  
in the hands] the buttocks [mui] 

Avamutu Ava Mutu Passage [ava] that has been cut across [mutu, to cut 
or tear across] 

Avapulepulekai Ava Pulepulekai Passage [ava] of the biting [kai, to bite] pulepule 
shellfish 

Avapupu Ava Pupu Crowded [pupu, a crowd of persons] passage [ava] 

Avatauoifi Ava Tauoifi Passage [ava] of restless [tauoi] curling waves [fi, to 
curl] 

Avatupu Ava Tupu Growing [tupu, to grow] passage [ava] 

Fangauta Fanga ‘Uta Lagoon Landlocked anchorage or landing place [fanga, 
landing place; ‘uta, inland] 

Fangakakau Fanga Kakau Landing place [fanga] where swimming [kakau] is 
necessary 

Hakau Fakaosi 
Toume 

Hakaufakaositoume Reef [hakau] where torches are finished, that is 
dried up [fakaosi, to finish; toume, coconut spathe 
used for torches] 

Hakaufusipala Hakau Fusipala Reef [hakau] of rotten [pala] bananas [fusi] 

Hakauhomaulu Hakau Homaulu A high reef [hakau]; Homaulu of indeterminate 
meaning 

Hakauiki Hakau Iki Small [iki] reef [hakau] 

Hakaukopau Hakau Kopau Reef [hakau] that can be seen at any time [kopau, 
that which is certain] 

Hakaulahi Hakau Lahi Large [lahi] reef [hakau] 

Hakaulalo Hakau Lalo The reef [hakau] beneath [lalo] the water 

Hakauloa Hakau Loa Long [loa] reef [hakau] 
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Gifford (1923) GNDB Feature Name Segments and Meaning 

Hakaumataleingale Hakau Mataleingale The reef [hakau]; Mataleingale of indeterminate 
meaning  

Hakaumateialona Hakau Mateialona Mateialona [former name of the governor of 
Ha‘apai, now called Tupoutoa] reef [hakau] 

Hakaumuikuku Hakau Muikuku Reef [hakau] of holding the hind part [mui] fast  
in the hand [kuku, to hold fast in the hand] 

Hakaupooi Hakau Pooi Reef [hakau]; a preparation of food [pooi] 

Hakausela Hakau Sela Sarah [Sela, late wife of Tupoutoa, the governor  
of Ha‘apai] reef [hakau] 

Hakautapu Hakau Tapu Sacred [tapu] reef [hakau] 

Hakautuaniu Hakau Tuaniu Reef [hakau] like the back [tua] of a coconut [niu] 

Hakauvana Hakau Vana Sea urchin [vana] reef [hakau] 

Hakauvonu Hakau‘ Mama‘o Reef Distant [mama‘o] reef [hakau] 

Hakauata Hakau‘ata Island  Reflected [‘ata, to reflect] reef [hakau] 

Houmatoloa Houma Toloa Point of land [houma] of the duck [toloa (Anas 
superciliosa)] 

Hungahaapai Hunga Ha‘apai Island Turned towards [hunga] Ha’apai [the central group 
of the Tongan archipelago] 

Hungatonga Hunga Tonga Island Turned towards [hunga] Tongatapu 

Lolofutu Lolo Futu In the shade [lolo] of the futu tree [Barringtonia 
speciosa] 

Luaafuleheu Lua a Fuleheu Sunken reef [lua] of [a] the fuleheu bird 

Luaaleingongo Lua Aleingongo A reef [lua, sunken reef] where the whales and 
noddy terns abound [a, of; lei, whale’s tooth; 
ngongo, noddy tern] 

Luaanga Lua Anga Sunken reef [lua] of [a] the sharks [anga] 

Luaatofuaa Lua Atofuaa Vomit [lua] of [a] the whales [tofuaa, whale] 

Luafakatele Lua Fakatele Sunken reef [lua] where trawling is performed 
[fakatele] 

Luafasi Lua Fasi Sunken reef [lua] with breakers [fasi] on it 

Luafitu Lua Fitu Seven [fitu] sunken reefs [lua] 

Luahiapo Lua Hiapo Paper mulberry [hiapo] sunken reef [lua] 

Luakafa Lua Kafa Sunken reef [lua] of coconut fibers [kafa] 

Lualafalafa Lua Lafalafa Broad [lafalafa] reef [lua, sunken reef] 

Lualahi Lua Lahi Great [lahi] sunken reef [lua] 

Lualelau Lua Lelau Sunken reef [lua] 

Lualoli Lua Loli Sunken reef [lua] where the loli shellfish abounds 

Luamaiti Lua Maiti The mighty [maiti] (sunken) reef [lua] 

Luamatavai Lua Matavai Sunken reef [lua] with a spring [matavai] 

Luameamea Lua Meamea The brown [meamea] sunken reef [lua] 

Luanafi Lua Nafi Sunken reef [lua]; Nafi of indeterminate meaning 

Luafitu Lua Fitu Seven [fitu] sunken reefs [lua] 

Luapuki Lua Puki Sunken reef [lua]; Puki of indeterminate meaning 

Luasii Lua Sii Little [sii] sunken reef [lua] 

Luatula Lua Tula Bald [tula] sunken reef [lua] 
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Gifford (1923) GNDB Feature Name Segments and Meaning 

Luauivaha Lua Ui Vaha The calling [ui, to call] sunken reef [lua]  
far at sea [vaha, space at sea] 

Luaui Lua Ui The calling [ui, to call] sunken reef [lua] 

Luavaila Lua Va Ila The chattering [vailau, to chatter away]  
sunken reef [lua] 

Luavika Lua Vika Victoria [vika] sunken reef [lua] 

Makapulepule Maka Pulepule Spotted [pulepule] rock [maka] 

Matangitonga Matangi Tonga South [tonga] wind [matangi] 

Motuloto Motu Loto Central [loto] island [motu] 

Motutapu Motu Tapu Sacred [tapu] island [motu] 

Muifakafafa Mui Fakafafa Destitute [tunga] end [mui] of the stingray [fai] 

Muifonua Mui Fonua End [mui] lands [fonua] 

Muihopohoponga Mui Hopohoponga 
Point 

The jumping-place [hopohopo, to jump, to leap; 
nga, place] end [mui] 

Ngahi Hakaufatafehi Ngahi Hakau Fatafehi Reef of the loft of fehi wood [ngahi, sign of the 
plural; hakau, sunken reef or rock; fata, a loft;  
fehi, a tree] 

Hgahi 
Hakaulevaleva 

Ngahi Hakau Levaleva The long reefs [ngahi, sign of the plural;  
hakau, reef; levaleva, long] 

Niuaunofo Niu ‘Aunofo Point Sojourning [‘aunofo, to sojourn] coconuts [niu] 

Nomukeiki Nomuka Iki Island Little [iki] Nomuka [nomuke, modification of 
nomuka] 

Onoiki Ono Iki Island A small [iki] ono fish 

Tengilaho Tengi Laho Probably Tengailaho; testicles [teng, seed; laho, 
scrotum] 

Tokavevili Toka Vevili To bespeak an article [toka] with perseverence 
[vevili; possibly a corruption of vivili, ‘to persevere’] 

Ualangalalo Ualanga Lalo Reef Raised by a lever [ua, to raise by lever; langa,  
to set in motion] from below [lalo] 

Ualangauta Ualanga Uta Reef Raised by a lever [ua, to raise by lever; langa,  
to set in motion] inshore [uta] 

Vailahi Vai Lahi Large [lahi] water [vai] 

Vaisii Vai Sii Little [sii]21 water [vai] 

 

                                                       
21  Churchward renders ‘little’ as si‘i. 


